You may have wondered over the course of our time together why you have with you two representatives, not from Church House London but from the Diocese of Sheffield in the North of England. Julian who spoke yesterday, was able to share something of the experiential theology developed within a parish that has been privileged to ‘welcome the stranger’. I have come with a different agenda.

When Torsten circulated the draft programme to us all, I did not think I would be able to attend the hearing, but I was concerned that the issue of renewed activity by the Far Right had not been included on the agenda. I raised my concern and he emailed me back saying that the subject warranted a full conference of its own but I could have 10 – 15 minutes!

It should be clear that I make no claims to speak on behalf of the Church of England Nationally. Rather I wish to share something of my own concerns (that are shared by others), outline what the Church has done so far and one or two of the challenges I believe it faces.
There is something darkly fitting about raising the subject of the far right in Budapest. I visited yesterday what I believe is the largest Synagogue in Europe, built to serve a big Jewish population. It is a beautiful building and while I sat I felt very humbled by a feeling of being in a place where Isaiah spoke and David sang. 

You will remember that there came a moment in 1923 after the failed Munich Putsch and Hitler’s subsequent imprisonment, when the National Socialist Party in Germany recognised that they would need to postpone the violence and obscene language until such time as they were in power. That the electorate was unlikely to vote for such levels of extremist aggression. Nick Griffin of the British National Party has learned the same. In the UK, the BNP has in effect kicked off their boots, put on their suits and begun to talk about the environment, education and devolving power to local communities. This soft packaging has hidden or made more palatable the core of their manifesto which is voluntary, though firm repatriation of all non whites as well as some more Latin Europeans. It is possible that those with Viking or Saxon blood might stay but the Italians, not so much.

This is a party that the electorate has supported sufficiently to give England over 50 BNP local councillors and 2 BNP members of the European Parliament and this has happened very rapidly, over the last 8 years or so. They have no seats in Parliament. 
The Churches have responded. Nationally in 2004 General Synod agreed a Motion that spoke of nurturing a loathing for the sin of racism. It said voting for parties with racist policies, was incompatible with a Christian Faith and committed to work with the like minded to counter racism.

In 2006 it supported a statement by the Methodist Council that dissociated itself from the ‘Christian Council of Britain’ – an organisation that provided theological justification for the BNP stance (similar to that used by some Churches in apartheid South Africa). In 2007 Synod looked inwards at potential institutional discrimination and this year 2009, (in response to something the police had done 5 years previously), the BNP was named and it was agreed that membership of the party was inconsistent with ministry in the Church. What can legally be put in place is currently being discussed. 
Locally Churches and other faith groups came together to leaflet extensively, hold a vigil, a peace walk and to issue a joint statement by Faith leaders denouncing the BNP. There were other partners who worked with us. Possibly we had some success in an election where the turn out promised to be extremely low – in the end it was just low. But we didn’t succeed in preventing two BNP MEPs.

In a sense I have come to this conference to ask advice and prayers. The Holocaust I believe could have happened as easily in the UK as it did elsewhere – the mind set of our peoples is not so different. We most of us have detention camps, and in ours there are children. But I don’t believe our church or the nation has had to go through the same process of confronting individual personal prejudice, of soul searching that other areas of Europe have. 

Possibly we haven’t been as careful as we might in tolerating or even seeming to have encouraged nationalism to form part of our worship and our identity as Christians. The patriotism sometimes promoted in our churches boarders on idolatry. ‘I vow to my country all earthly things above’ is the first line of a hymn still sung at some of our most impactful services such as funerals and weddings. Another all time favourite is ‘Jerusalem’ which beautifully affirms our commitment to the new Jerusalem at the same time as our commitment to our country, the two passions are inextricably linked by the hymn.  We focus on Racism as a sin – I can’t understand why nationalism has slipped under the rope. The church is absolutely right to publicly denounce the ideology of the BNP but the question should be asked why it hasn’t denounced other more ‘well to do’ political perspectives which would ban ‘the stranger’ before they even got to our borders and do not see the people who live in other countries as ‘the Neighbour’ who should be loved as we love our selves.
We have allowed parties like UKIP and recently the English Democrats to go unchallenged – and so have allowed an inward looking, self serving nationalism to become normalised. Our Equalities legislation and the British pride in our tolerance has created a veneer of fairly good behaviour, under which prejudices and nationalism have been allowed to exist without being talked about or dealt with. They surface in the mainstream when someone or something seems to legitimise them. I believe 9/11 did the trick and then the 7/7 bombs in London. Now membership and support for the BNP is not something that people feel they need to keep hidden. Amongst the middle classes in the South of England it might still be looked on askance but in our part of England it is acceptable, and not just amongst the poorer members of our communities.
We have been speaking over the last two days about the great contribution that migrants can make to our countries and their economies and rightly the need to raise awareness of this contribution. But (putting aside, mistakenly I believe, the fact that Jesus would want us to welcome whether people made a contribution or not) many people in our diocese belong to families where there has been three generations of worklessness. Where whole estates have, in effect, not been able to contribute, where the industry around which communities formed are deemed no longer important to wider society. The underlining of the economic benefits of migrants is a mockery to those who do not see themselves as being ‘of benefit’ and see no other option than to be supported by the state and/or be part of a unregulated economy where skills are valued but which stands in opposition to the established order. 
And as part of the establishment that is another concern. When we isolate members of the BNP and disassociate ourselves from them we are as a church disassociating ourselves from those already marginalised. And, the fact is, some of our own congregations. I believe, indeed know, there are people on our pews that would in their hearts want to vote BNP. There is an assumption that everybody shares a mutual understanding of what we mean by racism and nationalism. That Christians should be able to easily identify their own prejudices and deal with them. Whilst, in fact, we know we experience deep prejudice as ‘irrefutable knowledge’. So when the upper echelons of the Church condemn, Joe Blogs in the pew is left uncomfortable and potentially further alienated.
We have a project that will begin in the new year – that will a) provide safe spaces for initially Christians to be honest about their prejudices and fears and look at them alongside their faith and b) will try to reach the silent majority who don’t vote at all by using the media to tell the stories of the many communities that do live and work happily together. It’s a pilot and will be run by an ecumenical and interfaith management committee. I ask for your prayers for this, there are so many things that could go wrong, we are truly stepping out in faith or ‘faiths’.
I don’t have answers – I want to hear your thoughts, and I suppose I would like to know what we can collectively think of doing.  If Mr Griffin can unite Far Right MEPs surely we can do something in opposition. I think Europe’s Churches should not be silent and should not wait.
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